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For my friends


VERÆ AMICITIÆ SEMPITERNÆ SUNT.


— Marcus Tullius Cicero
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Boletus edulis. The Cep or Penny Bun. 


Large, 3–10 inches diameter. 


Brown-capped mushroom, white stem.


Grows under oak and beech. Early to late autumn. 


Considered one of the best edible fungi.
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You hear no crackle, no brittle sounds from the damp leaf litter on the floor of the oak wood. A dull, oppressive sky sheds only a limp light through the thinning canopy of trees. I move through the forest slowly, eyes down, straining to pick out the brown of the fungus cap from the russet background. Penny Buns: a well-baked bun of a mushroom with an ability to hide, to go unobserved on the first pass of the eye. You have to surprise them; spot them when they think that you’ve moved on, when they drop their cloak of invisibility. Not plants – beasts. To a zoologist they’re closer to animals than plants. To me, too. Strange creatures that give up their secrets reluctantly. Clever. Not like a potato that any idiot can grow, or a cabbage, not easy to domesticate, not happy to take man’s shilling: ceps will succumb only to the hunter, the forager, the man who knows the woods. I move through the trees. Beech and oak, an odd holly. The river roars in autumn spate below me. A jay chatters.


How old are these creatures? How long in the subsoil? Spreading their strands of mycelium, growing slowly, fruiting, eating, symbiotic with the trees. As old as the forest, as old as the land. A primal life form, complex, abundant, earthborne, airborne, maybe waterborne. A flash of red – fly agaric – the Norseman’s soma, there under the big birch. Slugs feast on it: it’s old, maybe a week old, big chunks are gone from the stem, the cap. There will be others around. The walking gets harder, brambles knit a mat that catches the legs, determined to snare the unwary foot.


Perhaps hiding in here, away from the deer tracks. I beat the brambles with my stick and feel better. They’re aggressive; they fight back. Small, useless mushrooms are in here. Frail caps, frail stems, no taste, no use. I look up. Maybe a bracket fungus on a trunk? Not even that. I slash my way out of the bramble patch and walk more easily. Autumns in my woods are damp affairs; not here the crisp dry leaves of a New England fall. Just a mat of damp on its way to becoming leaf mould. And the fungal world works there too, living on the planet’s underbelly, finding its niche in the rot and decay, in the dark and in the damp. It likes the humid, the fetid – there’s no mould where the sun shines. But then, field mushrooms live in the open, they’re the ones you can domesticate, the unsubtle ones that any fool can find, upright and white in a field of green grass. No mystery, no secrets, no taste. My prey is not like that. No, my prey is cunning, camouflaged and covert. Sometimes crouching in long grass, sometimes its brown cap lost in the dead leaves on the forest floor. My eye is trained to these woods, to my quarry. I think back. Rain four days ago, sun yesterday, is that the formula? They like some light, but not too much. They like it moist, but not too wet. They like warmth, but not too hot. Fussy little buggers.


Moving uphill. The trees are farther apart, the light is better. The deer tracks begin to look like forest highways, wide and covered in deer shit. You never see them in the woods – hardly ever. Just the evidence, just the marks they leave behind. The oak and beech give way to birch. Young, skinny things like gangly adolescents. Still no prey, but something nearly as good. Orange birch boletus in clumps of two and three, a bit big, a bit too mature and spongy, but good enough. Into the basket, wipe the knife, walk on. Badger set. Busy little brocks have left yesterday’s litter outside the front door. I remember my last dog, a yellow Labrador bitch, beautiful and very large, who used to enjoy a quick roll in badger shit and then try to be friendly.


There’s a clearing beyond the set where a fallen tree makes a seat. I sit; a gentle mist is falling as I look around me. All the leaves are brown, and the sky is grey. I sing it. Maybe a day like today. No, they have dry leaves in California, ones that blow in the breeze; you’d need a hurricane to shift this lot. Stuck together with slugs and wet stuff. I can smell mushrooms. The smell of fungus and damp earth, the truffle smell but less intense. I can smell my prey, perhaps near here. I stay sat, savouring the scent of the prey – is that a spoor? I’ll look it up later. I can smell them. They’re near. I lean back on the trunk. I stare at the watery sky. I’m a fool: of course I can smell them, they’re in the basket at my feet. I sit up and check that’s what I’m smelling. I lie back again. It is.


It’s a hunt. It has all the feel of a hunt, the rise in adrenaline, the senses on red alert. I like hunting small game. Rabbits, pigeon, pheasant, mushrooms. You have to know your quarry, where it lives, how it lives. The more you know the more you catch. You have to get into its skin, react like it, you have to know its likes and dislikes, where it feeds, where it lives. The odd thing is that to catch it you must also love it. Eat it and it’s a part of you. I never catch what I don’t eat, not even a mushroom.


The light falling mist has wet me. My face is wet, tiny rivulets form on my coat running down to that huge sponge of a forest floor. I wonder how long it takes for the water to seep through the hill and come out in the river below. A week? A year? I decide most of it probably never gets there, it goes straight back into the air as tree sweat. No, not in winter – there are no leaves to sweat. They’re like me, they only sweat in the summer. I sit up. Water runs down my neck. I pick up the basket and move on.


I have a plan. I am walking the woods in a big circle. I want to end up where I started. ‘And the end of all our wanderings will be to return to the place from where we started and know it for the first time.’ I seem to have found my starting-point as often as I’ve started out but I feel no wiser, just better informed. I’ll walk the ridge, then go downhill to the river, then along the banks to the bridge. I knew this river before I knew it was this river.


In my early twenties, I think, I ate some peyote buttons and drove down here. I walked this river and hallucinated. Odd things happened. I walked towards a bridge knowing that if I looked over the parapet at the other side I would see two trout basking near the surface. And it happened just like that. Time twisted and warped and strangely no insect tried to bite me. Nearly six years later I moved to the river from the city. I had never been sure where I had been that day. A year or so after moving I was exploring the river downstream and I found the place. There was the bridge, the track, the view of the mountains. Here I first stepped into that different world. I found the place from where I had started, but still I only knew it to see. At least I know the river now.


I know it well. It visited me in my home late one August night. It came lapping at the front door, and finally pushed its way in like an unwelcome guest, until at waist height it started its slow, unwilling return to its bed, leaving its marks and tracks all over the house.


It rearranged my land, took away my drive, left a sandy beach where once there had been a riverbank, took away some of my trees and dumped others in their place, left two drowned sheep high in the branches like strange, woolly nesting birds. Yes, I know it well. I’ve seen it as a tiny trickle with pools of gasping trout, seen it as a lake that filled the valley full of floating artefacts never designed for a watery life. I’ve harnessed little bits of it for a water-wheel. Maybe it doesn’t like being harnessed, like a pony I used to put to the trap. I know my river, flowing like an artery through my valley. I know my river, its shallows, its quiet depths.


I like it outside. Get wet, get scratched, get tired, get cold; be alive. Even being flooded has its virtues: you’re in touch with the cutting edge of nature. It’s not much fun to live through, but at least I’ve experienced it. I wasn’t in cosy suburbia watching it all on telly.


From the ridge you can see the sea if you look east. It’s about ten miles away, but today it’s not on view. You can see cloud hugging the hills, hugging the coast possessively like a jealous lover. Some trees here have been hit by honey fungus. I eat this fungus, but today it’s not for me. I walk past this easy catch and start downhill. There are boggy bits here, ripe with fetid black water, flatulent if you walk on them. If you can be bothered to look there are small honeydews growing here that catch and feed on the tiny flies. It means getting your nose close to the ground to see them – close to the smelly water. I only did it once; I don’t do it any more.


There’s been a lot of felling here. A swathe of Monterey pine has gone. Fit for nothing, Monterey. Too wet for building-timber, too knotty for its own good, it doesn’t even burn. Just goes black and exudes sticky resin. There are acres of this all around. It’s hard to walk through a plantation of these trees; their lower branches lose their needles but hang in there, springy and irritating, always looking for a chance to put your eye out. They’re better off cut down. Maybe they’ll put in something a little nicer this time. Some native broadleaf, maybe. It’s hard to walk through the remains of it as well. All the brashings have been left on the ground, they’re still springy and irritating, and long grass has grown through and around them making them hard to see, easy to trip over. Only the bark has begun to rot, so if you stand on a branch on the ground the bark slips off as easy as a banana skin, while the spiky bits wait to break your fall. It’s always a bloody fight. It’s a malevolent universe out there, where an unguarded step can land you in trouble. Watch your step. Mind your head. Look before you leap.


I clear the clearing without a fall. A clear round. I’m on a track now which leads slowly down to the river. A good track; I can look around me instead of at my feet. Piles of Monterey logs cut to ten-foot lengths are stacked at the side of the track. Bound for Scandinavia to become wood pulp or chipboard. I’ve been told it’s not even much good for this, it’s so resinous. Apart from mosquitoes there’s not much on this planet as useless.


I can hear the river. There are boulders down there, left by the flood, which have landed all heaped together, making a crude dam. If the water’s warm in summer you can have a jacuzzi downstream of them. Not today, though. Today is for huddling in warm clothes, sheltered from the mist that can still soak you through. There’ll be months of this to come, months of short, damp days waiting for next summer. Next summer could be years away. Some years the seasons are two: a cold wet season followed by a slightly warmer wet season. Then cold and wet again. The mushrooms don’t seem to care. This year they’re more abundant than usual. I have them at home, packed in oil, pickled in brine, dried, cooked and frozen. I’ve got a year’s stash. I’ll have them in spring and early summer when no one else has them. No one ever thinks ahead here, plans for the winter or the spring lack of mushrooms. They don’t bottle, preserve, make clamps for root vegetables. I read once that if you don’t plan ahead for the winter in Finland, you won’t be there in the spring – not alive anyway. Only the planners are left at the start of each year. The feckless, the lazy and the hopeless drunks have selected themselves out. Here I’m a one-eyed king in the land of the blind. I pick my mushrooms on the public highways, in picnic spots, on footpaths. Sometimes I find mushrooms that have been kicked over. I don’t care if no one else bothers with them, it means more for me with less effort. I don’t have to share my mushrooms with anyone else.


The river bank is wide here, twenty yards of grass before the forest starts. Riders cross here on their horses, I can see the hoof prints they’ve left as they’ve scrambled up and down the banks. I ride here when I’m not mushrooming. I can ride for twenty miles without using a public road, take the forest track from my home and complete a huge circle over hills, streams and valleys. I like to ride alone with my thoughts. In the summer flies surround me and I wonder; you canter a bit and the flies are gone – stop and they’re back around your head again. Are they the same flies?


Travelling like this, in spurts and stops, is when I look for answers. Is it the travelling or the getting there that matters? I decide I like the here, even though it takes me longer to get there, wherever that may be. I know people who rush through the woods looking for mushrooms, in a hurry, seeing nothing. The trick is not to cover acres of ground, but to look about you where you stand. Really look. Then you’ll find. Like I say, they hide from people.


I sit on the banks and watch the river flow. I think of Carlos Castaneda and Don Juan. Don Juan made Carlos stare at the water until he saw the spirit of it. I stare at my river, the river that visits me, willing its spirit to make itself known to me. Maybe it only works if you’ve eaten jimson weed. I don’t think datura grows here, and even if it did, I’m not sure I like the sound of what it did to Carlos. It’s mesmerizing watching the swirls and eddies, the sound of the cascade is deafening if you let it be. Which is the river? That bit coming or that bit just gone? I decide to work it out. I throw in sticks and time them over twenty paces. My river is flowing at nearly five miles an hour. Say five. It’s about twenty-five miles to the sea. In five hours this bit of river will be sea. A whole new bit will be here, and it will still be my river. I remember Eliot: ‘I do not know much about gods: but I think that the river is a strong, brown god.’


I’ve been out for three hours now, and I still have no ceps. I’m regretting leaving the honey fungus behind. What I have in the basket is OK, but it’s not premier-league. I want ceps. I wade the river downstream of the boulders onto a stony beach which slopes gently up to the other banks. This beach is also a remnant of the great flood. It’s all changed – there were the remains of an old stone bridge here going who knows where. It’s all gone now, there’s only the pebble beach. I knew this when it was antediluvian; I often wondered about the bridge. There must have been a track to it once, but there’s no sign of one. Just the piers of a stone bridge. Now even they’re gone, not a trace left behind, only memories.


A fish jumps, a trout. There are lots of trout in my river, tiny brownies that never get big in the acid water. I don’t really hunt fish, I don’t have the touch with fly and line, I don’t understand the trout; I don’t love them enough to want to catch and eat them. Sometimes they would come down my mill-race to my water wheel and get stunned while turning in the undershot wheel. The dog used to eat them. Once this river had plenty of water wheels along its length, grinding grain, doing work, making money for their owners or creators. All were undershot wheels, except for one whose remains are still there. It was a horizontal wheel, whose drive shaft came up out of the water. Maybe it worked well. Mine is a breast wheel, part overshot part undershot. I made it because I was told it couldn’t be done, that it was not economically feasible to build a small wheel with a small output. All the books said so. I built one, it turns with a pleasing slap-slap-slap that I can hear from the house. It lights one bulb. I have an idea to improve it. I’ll work on it when I get home.


I walk the bank toward the new bridge, staying on the paths, eyes down, looking for my brown-topped prey. Is that …? A leaf, a Coke can, an empty biscuit packet. People walk here, littering, kicking over mushrooms. Not today though, it’s a weekday. They don’t come out of the city mid-week; the few that do seem nicer somehow. No one on the path, no canoeists in the river, no ramblers. I did a stretch of the river in a canoe once, with a good friend from my teens who killed himself in his thirties. We did it in the summer when the river was a tame little stream, shallow and reasonable. The real canoeists come in winter after hard rain and run the white-water. They enjoy the danger and the speed. Not me. I don’t take risks, I don’t gamble. I like to plot my course and then stick to it. No surprises.


The path is worn to bare earth from thousands of feet tramping through in the summer. This part of the forest has easy access from the road. Tree roots are higher in places than the path now, and are rubbed smooth by passing feet. There is a lot of pine here, the odd oak marks the outside boundary of the new plantings. Mostly the path is of least resistance, taking a route that misses overhanging branches and boggy bits. Sometimes there are choices where the trees are spaced far apart. I knew I would, I had to. Perseverance always pays off. There, in the last place I look, are three good specimens of boletus edulis, the cep. I dust them down, pull off the leaf litter and put them carefully in my basket. Carefully and lovingly. I ease them gently from the ground, I don’t bruise them or the mycelium roots, and then I just stare at them. They’re beautiful, firm, scented and delicious. A prize worth waiting for. And there’s another thing. Found them in the last place I looked. Of course I did, once I’d found them I looked no more.


I can go home now. I’ve got what I came for, so there is no need to be out in the cold and damp any more. It’s a successful hunt, my walk is over. I don’t go crashing through the forest undergrowth for fun, you know. It’s tiring and boring. It’s the hunt that makes me do it, like it’s the hunt for pheasants that makes me fight my way through thick rhododendrons after the dog. When I think of some of the crap I’ve walked through just for the hunt, I wonder. Waist-high heather – that’s the worst. Each step means bringing your foot up level with your belly-button before crashing it down again. Five hundred yards of that would crucify you. And for what? For a look at black grouse who heard your galumphing footsteps half a mile away? Maybe the discomfort is related to the value of the prey, but no grouse is worth that kind of pain.


I’ve often thought that prey in plenty means no one appreciates it. If mackerel were rare they’d be prized alongside  swordfish. When I was a kid, before batteries were common, chicken was a treat. Now it’s a staple. In the city guild archives there’s a document saying that apprentices can be fed salmon no more than three times a week. Salmon must have been as common as mackerel then.


I take the path home with my haul. From the garden gate I watch thrushes pulling lumps out of my thatched roof looking for food. Like hens on a dung heap they scratch and eat, scratch and eat. More leaks for me. I’ll have to deal with that soon.


© mushroom.man. May 1996.




 





This was the first piece that I’d found by the mushroom.man. I’d been exploring the i-way and I’d found it by accident at http://www.eol.com/alt.stories/mushroom.tale. There was no address, it was just a piece of prose posted onto an electronic bulletin board; a bit-stream, waiting there for anyone to read.


I had recently discovered a passion for mushrooms, more by accident than by design. During long, lonely walks through the woods and fields I’d begun picking up the odd specimen and identifying it later from a book. After a while I’d begun to recognize the commoner edible species and even learnt how to cook them reasonably well. At first I thought of the net simply as a research tool, and I used it to find out all I could about mycology. There’s a lot of people out there passionate about mushrooms, a vast selection of books and literature both scientific and mythological, as well as some very bizarre theories. The mushroom piece caught my interest. Whoever had written it knew about mushrooms. I found myself as interested in the author as in the piece, so I decided to make contact. I left a message on the bulletin board titled ‘mushroom.seeker’ leaving a brief hello and my address, gbarmstrong@iow.uni.


Three days later I got a reply – polite and brief. Thanks for the message and the compliments. It finished with NRN, no reply necessary, and I wondered if it had a subtext of ‘don’t bother me again’. I was new to the Internet, and was still learning its manners and customs.


Having made contact I became even more curious. I read the piece that I’d found again, looking for clues about the writer. On the net gender is often the first disguise, but I felt sure this was a man. I tried to guess where the mushroom.man lived – what state, what country. Was this some old drug-crazed hippie? Sounded like it. Male, definitely. I put my reservations aside and decided to post another message.
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Amanita muscaria. The Fly Agaric. 


Large, conspicuous mushroom. Cap to 8 inches diameter. 


Bright red cap with white warts.


Especially under birch and beech. Early to late autumn. 


Strong hallucinogen. Used as such throughout history by many cultures.
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Attn. mushroom.man.


Subject: NRN


20 May.




 





Mushroom.seeker thanks mushroom.man for the e-mail. I know what NRN means, but curiosity has the better of me. I feel that I’m only beginning to discover the joy of mushrooms. They are obviously something you care about. Please tell me more, even if it’s only something about yourself.




 





It was brief, I thought, and to the point. I knew that many net users were unhappy about having their mailboxes filled with unsolicited mail, but my message seemed polite enough, and, after all, it could always be ignored. After I’d sent it I checked my mailbox every day, sometimes more than once. I was reminded of a time when I was twelve and I had a pen-pal in Chile. We wrote interminable letters to one another, confiding our innermost thoughts, writing things about friends and parents that would otherwise have remained unvoiced. Like any essentially artificial arrangement it just sort of petered out.


Maybe the net is the same. People stumble upon one another electronically, your persona can be what you will. You become only what you say you are; there are no other cues available for another’s assessment. Names, too, become a shelter. Like mushroom.man or mushroom.seeker – you are only that part of you that you choose to divulge. A stream of bits connects you to other bit-streams, a two-way electronic dance in a reality beyond the daily. It’s almost like choosing a character in an  adventure game; you move your character around an artificial world, exploring, looking, interacting with what you find.


In the vastness and the anonymity of the net I suppose I hoped that I’d found a friend – or if not a friend, at least someone with whom I could correspond on a subject that we both found stimulating. I felt a little foolish, checking my mailbox so frequently; like a child waiting for a special offer. Still, my urge to make at least one friend overcame my reserve. I didn’t have to wait long.


A week later I got a reply. This time there was a slightly longer message from the mushroom.man explaining that if he was going to send me anything in the future it would be sporadic: he had no desire to make a commitment. He’d appended a piece which, he said, would tell me a little more about himself.




 





Before I moved to the river and this house, someone took the corrugated iron off the roof and put on thatch instead. Probably someone from the city who thought that it looked rustic. Stupid bastards. Tin roofs don’t leak, thatch does. It’s home to more rodents than the rubbish pit at the end of the kitchen garden. The warmth I suppose. You can hear them at night rustling around in the attic and in the straw. Sometimes they’re so noisy you’d think they were moving wardrobes about. Some nights I sit with my rifle and shoot into the roof at them. They go quiet for a bit, then the noise begins again. I tried poison. They die all right, but you never know where. The smell of putrefaction makes you look everywhere; behind things, on top of things, underneath things. And when you do find the rotting carcass you have to move it and it always smells worse when you disturb it. I’m used to it now. At least if you shoot one you know where it’s died.


I found a rat in a kitchen cupboard once, trying to eat my sugar. I fetched an old fencing foil with a pointed tip. I cornered the rat and it faced me hissing. I skewered it with the foil. As I pulled the foil out of the cupboard I lifted the point. The rat slid slowly down the blade toward my hand squealing like a stuck pig, wriggling, squirming and bleeding. There’s no easy way to kill them.


Thatch is a philanthropist’s roof. It gives pleasure to the passers-by, not the inhabitants. Tourists stop here in the summer and photograph it, bus-loads of them. It’s no surprise that at the turn of the last century when slates got cheaper people pulled off the thatch and put on slates, because slates work. Mind you, a new thatch works as well, but it’s not new after a year. It starts to leak again; first around the chimney, then along the ridge, then runs begin to form there, then the thrushes come and then it leaks all over. Thatchers aren’t easy to get and they’re not cheap. You have to patch and thatch yourself. The straw’s a problem. Nowadays there is no long straw. It’s sprayed to stunt its growth so it’ll be easier to combine and less likely to flatten in winds and rain. It’s the only straw you can get and it doesn’t last pissing time on a roof. It’s a continuous job – I leave the ladder propped against the gable, ready. Go up the ladder and look along the eaves, you can see the rat holes. The grease from their fur builds up on the straw at the openings. You can see it. They should never have taken the corrugated iron off. And there’s rat shit in the straw. I’ve heard of people who’ve died of Weill’s disease – you get it from rat’s piss. You can’t see it in the straw but it must be there. Where there’s shit there’s piss. One of these days I’m going to put the corrugated roof back on.


I’ll tell you something else you get in rotting straw: mushrooms. They grow on the roof as well. They turn half-rotted straw into compost – the mycelium runs in thick, white clumps through the wet thatch. Insuring a thatched house is expensive; they say it’s a fire risk. I defy anyone armed with a gallon of petrol to set fire to mine. You might as well try to burn a sodden bog.


As well as mushrooms in the roof I’ve got them in the house. They grow out of the skirting board in the bathroom. Huge pink ears of fungal growth. Occasionally I cut them off with a sharp knife, but they keep coming back.


There was a spectacular one in the kitchen. It’s gone now, died when I fixed a leak above the kitchen ceiling. All that’s left is a dark stain where it was. It’s moist and humid in the house – it’s old and has no damp course. What doesn’t come in from the roof comes up from the ground. When I walk in I can smell the fungal spores. They’re in the air, on the walls, in the cupboards. I can smell them on the clothes in my bedroom wardrobe.


It’s a dark house with small windows. Even in the brighter days of summer the sun hardly ever gets in. I keep the range burning all year round. A moist, humid house. Good for fungi of all sorts. Even yeasts. Bread goes mouldy fast, green spots grow through a loaf in days. Sometimes I eat it anyway, it can’t be any worse for you than penicillin. I’m aware of the fungi in the house, outside the house, in the air I breathe. Spores surrounding me like a bath, on my skin, in my lungs.


You can’t get away from shit outside the city. It’s in the fields lying in pats; rabbits shit everywhere, so do deer. I can even see fly shit on the bare light-bulb in the kitchen. The dog uses the garden as a lavatory, uses it broadly, never in the same place twice. The cats do it everywhere. In short, it’s hard to avoid. You have to adapt, lose your city sensibilities, realize that it’s part of the environment. When I first came here I’d never seen a septic tank. Didn’t know what it was, didn’t know how it worked. I do now. I’ve rodded it, emptied it, replaced broken pipes leading to it: I’ve got to know shit well over the years.


It was hard at first. I wasn’t equipped physically or mentally for life outside the city. I missed the night-life the most. At eleven o’clock at night I would get itchy, a gnawing sensation of boredom combined with the pent-up frustration of having nowhere to go. I was living with Jane then. She moved down with me, both of us looking for the good life beyond the city limits. At first she settled better than me, looking after the garden, planting herbs, picking wild flowers, bottling fruit. I was the edgy one, fidgeting and fretting, uncomfortable with myself. Back then I didn’t know why; I just felt cramped and stifled. After a couple of years I began to feel more comfortable with myself, while Jane became less and less content. Everything began to annoy her; the rain, the mud, the rats, the leaks. The end came the day of a particularly heavy downpour. The rain came through the roof into the hot-press, soaking all the dry, ironed clothes with smelly, thatch-brown water. Jane freaked. Her white party frock that she had kept as a talisman from our old life was ruined. I remember she held the wet frock and cried, clutching it in her hands and rocking gently, silently, on a kitchen chair. I noticed her fingers had become thin and bony, like an old woman’s. It was still raining heavily, the kitchen window was steamed up, all I could hear were the steady drips of the rain falling into a pot in the corner. She looked at me steadily through her tear-filled brown eyes: it wasn’t hate that I saw, I saw a woman who felt let down. In her eyes I had failed her.


That night, after the rain had stopped, I made supper for us. I opened a bottle of wine, put on some music. I tried. Jane was silent, uncommunicative. Suddenly she spoke.


‘I’m leaving tomorrow.’


‘Leaving for where?’


‘Leaving for good.’


I said nothing. Couldn’t think of anything intelligent. We ate in silence. I couldn’t stop looking at her; her face, her hair, a mole on her neck. I could smell her. I kept thinking that if she was serious, then these were sensations I was experiencing for the last time. I couldn’t come to terms with her not being there, I didn’t want to believe it, half convinced that even if she did go, she’d come back. She went to bed before me; I busied myself clearing up – giving her time to get undressed alone. It was dark in the room when I got into bed; she lay with her back to me and I put an arm around her, squeezed her breasts, lay against her back smelling her hair, made love to her. The last thing she said before she went to sleep was I’m still leaving.’ I lay in the dark trying to make sense of it. Maybe I thought that making love to her would somehow set back the clock, make her change her mind.


I’ve thought about that night many times since. I wondered how she could have shared my bed, even shared an orgasm, knowing she was going. A last fuck. Looking back, she was probably right. Why not? What difference was one more fuck going to make to our lives one way or the other? The next morning I woke up to an empty bed. Jane was in the kitchen, her bags beside her, a coffee on the table. She was combing her long, black hair slowly. She asked if I would drive her into the city. I refused. I said I wasn’t going to help her to leave my life. She got up, picked up the two bags and said she was taking the bus. I watched her shut the door. I poured a cup of the coffee she had made and sat down. I looked about me at the damp, peeling walls and my eyes stung with tears. I wanted to run after her and shout, ‘You’re right. I’ll change. Just come back to me.’ But I didn’t. I just sat there for hours. I tried to remember things that we’d shared, moments of closeness, the times when things seemed right, but I just couldn’t seem to picture any of it. It was as though none of my memories were visual, just recollections of feelings and sensations. I tried to picture her face, her clothes, tried to recall the smell of her, but it wouldn’t come. It occurred to me that perhaps I’d never really known her, never really understood her needs and wants, never really considered her feelings, never really paid her enough attention. I felt ashamed that my memories were so inadequate.


I didn’t see her for years. I heard she’d got married and was living in London with three kids. Married to an advertising executive. You can’t get further away from here than that. When I first heard the news I thought she was trying to tell me something and then I realized she wasn’t thinking of me at all – she was just getting on with living her life.


Since Jane there’s been no one steady in my life. Women have passed into it, through it, and then out of it. I never really went looking; most of them found me – some moved their goods and chattels into the cottage. I like the way women make nests, keep things together, clean, bring in flowers. All things that I like, but low on my own list of priorities. I like the way women smell, I like the sound of their voices, their feel. I enjoy their company.


The only pub in the area is a weekend haunt for ramblers, bikers, hikers and families out for a Sunday drive. That’s where I meet them. I have my place at the end of the counter, next to the snug. Sometimes I wonder what makes them talk to me. Maybe boredom. When I look in the mirror I find it hard to assess what my appearance says about me: other people’s perceptions seem so arbitrary.


My problem is that the worlds I inhabit are becoming less separate, less discrete. The boundaries that keep them apart are dissolving; I seem to move almost at will between them, sometimes involuntarily. Sometimes I have no control. That in itself doesn’t worry me. I like abandon: losing my consciousness in orgasm or drugs. But both of these have time limits built in to them. You lose control for a few blissful moments and then you get it back. You don’t mind abandoning yourself for a moment, because you know, you believe, you’ll get control back. Lose that certainty and you’re looking at a journey with no signposts, no end in sight and no way back.


It’s a question you have to ask yourself. Are you prepared to travel when there’s a chance that you’ll never return, never come home? It’s a real possibility when you travel into the unknown. You can get lost there. If that’s something that frightens you, then you should stay where you’re comfortable.


I remember the day I met the mushroom god. It turned my life around – my priorities changed, my world view was shattered, my ideas of self lost all certainty. I used to come to these hills at the weekends and eat my mushrooms. At first I tried to find myself; that is, tried to find the point of awareness that I called ‘me’. I soon learned it was a hopeless task. There is no vantage point, no place from which you can observe that cannot be observed itself. All that changes is the viewing point. I thought of these points as islands, floating in a limitless universe. I would sit on one and observe the others, then on another, where I would have not only a different perspective, but could also see where I had just been. Perhaps that’s what mystics mean when they say all is flux. There really is no hard centre from which awareness emanates.


It took a long time to get to where I am now. The day-to-day world kept on impinging, forcing me to forage for food, meet people, make a living. Most of my time was taken up with the simple exigencies of life, no time to think, to explore. At night I was tired, the best I could do was get stoned and listen to music. The business of living left little room for anything else.


Even here I need money, but not as much, not as often. When I need money now I take people stalking or on walks in the hills. I show them the burrows and sets, point out the plants and the trees, give the names of the mountains and lakes. Some of the city people seem to have lost all their physical abilities. A fence is a major obstacle, a ditch an Olympic hurdle. They remind me of the battery hens that I buy when they’re past their laying prime. They take forever to come to terms with their freedom, they still behave as though they’re battery-bound. I was once given a peahen that had spent its life in a cage. I carried the cage to the back garden and took the bird out. For a week she walked around in a tiny square, four foot by two, the size of the cage. Couldn’t deal with the fact that the cage had gone. You have to get used to freedom, make your accommodations with it. Getting your horizons suddenly enlarged can be scary. The universe is a bigger place than you imagine – than you can imagine. And that’s a problem. The short glimpses that I’ve had of its size are terrifying.


I used to come here at weekends just to take mescaline, acid, peyote. Occasionally Jane would come with me, but she never took anything – she’d just watch over me. Maybe she thought I’d do something stupid like the psychotics in the anti-drug shorts they used to make – try to fly and kill myself. Sometimes I’d wonder why she left that world to me alone; why she didn’t want to share it.


Little by little these trips brought me closer to the natural world. I grew attached to the area. I associated it with freedom, while my apartment became associated with drudgery. The apartment was where I worked, where I received bank statements, paid rates. The hills were for letting my consciousness soar. I’d watch the kites as they circled and try to project myself into them, try to see myself as a speck on a hill-slope from a thousand feet up. They were the moments of freedom that made me give it all up for a life in the forests and hills.


I lost Jane along the way. She just wanted other things out of life, she took another road. That was eight years ago and it seems less of a trauma now. Back then it was; it took me a long time to come to terms with her absence. Moving had been a joint decision in every sense of the word; I began to doubt if it made any sense to be here alone. Slowly I began to redefine what being alone meant. It’s not company that I need or needed – I can find that in the pub – it’s someone to share things with; experiences, hopes and dreams. You need someone to be close to, someone who won’t judge, who’ll accept, who’ll share. I haven’t found that kind of relationship since Jane. I’ve found intellectual stimulation, sexual excitement and comforting bodily warmth, but never together. But then, as things have gone, it’s probably for the best. There is no tie that binds me to any particular world and without that freedom the journey ahead wouldn’t be possible.


Attachments are strange, illogical things. Not just to people, but to places. Why should a view of a mountain or a river valley exert such a pull? It comes down to how we define ourselves and our relationship to the world in which we live. The more attachments that you have to people and places, the more you are part of this world and the harder it is to leave it. Freedom comes with letting go. That’s the traveller’s way, not the way of the earthbound peasant. The peasant’s world is the earth, it’s on his skin, on his hands – it’s his daily universe. To be free to travel you must have no ties: otherwise you go only to visit and you return again to your starting place. You must loose your ties not just to people and places, but to the world itself. But to untie yourself you must first find the ties, and that’s easier to say than do.


That’s what I’ve been trying to do. Isolate a tie and then try to undo it. Singly, one at a time. That’s what makes me so angry about my roof. Somebody created an unnecessary tie that I inherited, and which binds me to a pile of rotting straw. First get rid of the obviously unnecessary ties, then work on the others. I don’t take that to mean people. I’m not a hermit; I have no desire to be physically isolated. I have no wish to deny my body and live only in the mind. All I want to do is to have nothing that I care about so much that I can’t leave. I want to keep my body happy, I’m not keen on mortification of the flesh; I might be taking my body with me. I’m not completely certain how the doors between various realities open and close. I still don’t know what you can take through them other than consciousness.


The trouble with all this is that there are no reference points, you can’t check your progress with anyone else. There are no physical markers that two minds can agree on. I’ve read what Huxley and Castaneda have said about alternative realities and some of it fits with what I’ve found and some doesn’t. Just like a fifteenth-century mariner you find that no two maps show the same features. That the major land masses exist is not in dispute, just their exact location and properties. Each psychic traveller remembers different bits, sees different things, and describes it uniquely. Like early explorers, travellers to these worlds are few and their tales contradictory. I find myself asking, Did they really go there? Why is their description so different from mine? Maybe these worlds change and bend under the view of each traveller, showing only what that particular mind can digest. But then wise men and philosophers rarely agree on the nature of the reality that we all experience every day. If you can’t get agreement on what is common to all then it’s not surprising that a few find their experiences incompatible from time to time.


It changes you, mind travel. After talking to someone for more than a couple of minutes I can tell if they have or haven’t travelled. There’s a look in the eye; a feel. Travellers can recognize each other even without saying too much, so much is unspoken. It’s a secret society; it’s feared by many and persecuted by the law. I don’t consider myself a pariah; exploring the largely unknown is a warrior’s task, it needs fortitude and determination. If I can bring back information from where I go, then more knowledge is the result. Someone should map the dreams.




 





Whoever the mushroom.man was, he was shy of society. This infant correspondence with me may well have been the first interaction with someone else he’d had for a long time. That might account for his trepidation in starting it. That and his fear of attachments. It felt strange; I had the sensation rightly or wrongly that I was learning something intimate about another person, yet I had no idea who that person was, didn’t know his name or what he looked like – all the things you would normally take for granted when getting to know someone. I began to realize that the net was a world with new rules, a place where only a piece of you could venture, a place where interaction with others demanded different protocols. At the turn of the century people had to learn telephone manners, a new etiquette to deal with this new means of communication. Talking to someone who wasn’t present was a new concept. Dealing with people electronically has its own novel possibilities. I was sure that netiquette would develop in the same way.


Looking back on it now I suppose I pressed myself on the mushroom.man because I wanted some kind of human contact, and even this remote, asynchronous communication was better than none. Like someone looking at a scene of gore, I found myself partly repelled by what I’d read and partly fascinated. But this was the joy of the net – I was able to communicate only the reactions that I wanted to and keep the rest to myself. It solved another problem for me: on the net my natural reserve and shyness with other people wasn’t a consideration. The normal rules of intercourse didn’t apply in this new world of electronic reality.
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